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ABSTRACT

Increasing rates of opioid drug abuse and heightened prevalence of
online support communities underscore the necessity of employ-
ing data mining techniques to better understand drug addiction
using these rapidly developing online resources. In this work, we
obtained data from Reddit, an online collection of forums, to gather
insight into drug use/misuse using text snippets from users narra-
tives. Specifically, using users’ posts, we trained a binary classifier
which predicts a user’s transitions from casual drug discussion fo-
rums to drug recovery forums. We also proposed a Cox regression
model that outputs likelihoods of such transitions. In doing so, we
found that utterances of select drugs and certain linguistic features
contained in one’s posts can help predict these transitions. Using
unfiltered drug-related posts, our research delineates drugs that
are associated with higher rates of transitions from recreational
drug discussion to support/recovery discussion, offers insight into
modern drug culture, and provides tools with potential applications
in combating the opioid crisis.
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1 INTRODUCTION

The rate of non-medical opioid use has increased markedly since
the early 2000s. While recent efforts have been made to curb over-
prescribing [3, 18], morbidity and mortality rates associated with
opioid misuse continue to worsen [25]. Traditionally, those suf-
fering from addiction take to support groups, such as Alcoholics
Anonymous (AA) and Narcotics Anonymous (NA), on their road to
recovery. These groups, which provide an encouraging community
and facilitate programs for addiction management and recovery,
have shown significant promise in assisting substance abusers [10].

In addition to the aforementioned support groups, federal sup-
port is provided through organizations such as the Substance Abuse
andMental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA). Among oth-
ers, SAMHSA offers programs such as Medication-assisted Treat-
ment and Too Smart To Start - the former combines the use of
medication and behavioral therapy in the treatment of substance
abuse and the latter is a public education initiative which deters
underage alcohol use.

More recently, communities have been established in online
social media and discussion forums including Reddit, MedHelp,
Twitter and Drugs-Forums.com, among others. Enacted and inter-
nal stigmatization addicts must face [2, 13], in conjunction with the
convenience, privacy, and anonymity of such online communities,
may be explanations for their rapid expansion. These online hubs
offer havens for individuals to seek advice, extend support, and
share their addiction stories without fear of recourse or judgment.
A previous study suggested that these communities can be tremen-
dous resources in the understanding, monitoring and intervention
of substance abuse [27].

Earlier works underscore the utility of mining data from social
media sites to understand trends of human health and drug use
[4, 6, 7, 14, 17, 23]; however, most of these works do not explore the
particular transition from voluntary drug use to compulsive drug
use, as well as the various factors that influence such a transition.
Our research leverages machine learning and data mining tech-
niques to better understand real-time, unfiltered user data presented
to us via Reddit, and in particular, focuses on the understanding
of how transitions into addiction can be predicted by using drug
utterances and linguistic features contained in their Reddit posts.
We present two statistical models: 1) a łtransition classifier" that
predicts if a user, given 6 months of content history in general
drug discussion forums, will post in forums dedicated to substance
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Drug Utterances. Drug utterances serve as an indicator of which
drugs users are interested in and/or currently using. For each user
we calculate the mentions of each drug (as a % of all drugs they
mention). This calculation includes both formal drug names of
the drug, colloquial (łstreet") names, and major brand names (e.g.,
OxyContin® is a common brand of oxycodone and łcoke" is a
colloquial name for cocaine). In Figure 3, we displays four drugs
that have highly significant variation in utterance between the two
classes. For instance, LSD is uttered more significantly in the CAS
class, on the other hand, Heroin and Buprenorphine is uttered more
significantly in the CAS→RECOV class.

5 SURVIVAL ANALYSIS: PREDICTING WHEN
TRANSITIONS ARE LIKELY TO OCCUR

For our task, a traditional classification model predicts whether a
transition would occur from CAS to CAS→RECOV. However, for
such information to be useful in real-life, it is also important to know
when such transitions might occur. This additional information can
help prioritize vulnerable individuals based on their propensity
to be victim of drug addiction. In this section, we present a Cox
(proportional hazards) regression survival model to solve this task.
This model also enables us to investigate the effect of different
variables on the predicted time until one’s first recovery post.

The general formulation of a survival model centers around a
random variable, T (denoting time), the survival function,

S (t ) = Pr (T > t )

and the hazard function,

λ(t ) =
f (t )

S (t )
[where f (t ) =

d

dt
(1 − S (t ))]

In our case, S (t ) is the probability that a user will last (łsurvive")
more than t days without posting in a recovery subreddit and λ(t ) is
the instantaneous rate of transitions to recovery subreddits (among
those users that have never posted in a recovery subreddit) at time
t . Adopting terminology commonly used in survival analyses, we
shall say a user łsurvives" if he lasts more than 12 months without
a recovery post and łfails" otherwise.

Right-Censored Data

Besides providing the answer whether a user will survive beyond a
given time, survival model has another crucial advantage: a survival
model can utilize łcensored dataž effectively, whereas a traditional
regression model fails to do so. Censored data (also known as right-
censored data) refers to observations for which the desired event
has not happened yet. For instance, say, the end of observation time
for our study is t̂ . Now, if a user has never posted in recovery forum
within our observation period, one does not know with certainty
whether that user will not post in recovery on some day t > t̂ . This
is an example of right-censored data instances.

Our model requires users to have at least 10 posts where the first
3 were casual and not all occurring on the same day. This criteria
eliminates the case of 0-day survival times, which in real-life makes
little sense. In our dataset, there are 2,367 users satisfying these
restrictions, and for each user, we look only at (up to) their first 12
months of posts. 165 of these users fail within the first 12 months,
while the remainder are right-censored observations.

Cox Regression

A Cox regression model is a specific type of survival model that
accounts for the effects of covariates on some baseline hazard func-
tion λ0 (t ). Formally, if we let x (i ) ∈ Rd be a column vector of
features for user i , the hazard for user i is,

λi (t ) = λ0 (t ) exp{x
⊺β (i ) }

and the corresponding survival function is,

Si (t ) = S0 (t )
exp{β⊺x (i ) }

where β ∈ Rd is a vector of trainable parameters. The data for the
model can be denoted Dsurv = {(yi ,δi ,x

(i ) ) : i = 1,2...,n} where
yi is the minimum of the censoring time Ci (end of observation
time) and survival time Ti and

δi =




1 i f Ti = yi

0 otherwise
,

where δi denotes whether or not an instance is censored. We train
β by maximizing the partial likelihood estimate (under iid assump-
tion),

L(β |Dsurv ) =

n∏

i=1



λ0 (t ) exp{β⊺x (i ) }
∑
j ∈Ψ(yi ) λ0 (t ) exp{β

⊺x (j) }



δi

where Ψ(t ) = {i : yi > t } is the subset of users who survive past
time t .

6 RESULTS

In this section we provide experimental results for both binary
classification and cox regression. Results for both models suggest
that drug utterances and linguistic features can be indicative of
one’s propensity to shift towards substance abuse.

We use categorical accuracy and F1 score to evaluate the transi-
tion classifier. A baseline model, which used only Doc2Vec embed-
dings, achieved a modest 69.3% test-set accuracy.With the inclusion
of LIWC linguistic features, drug utterances, and class-specific key-
words in addition to tuning model parameters through grid search,
we improved accuracy by roughly 5% (Table 2).

Table 2: Transition Classifier Results Summary. Table dis-

plays test-set performance of Random Forest with 170 trees (se-

lected using grid search and 10-fold cross validation) using differ-

ent features. Model trained on users’ first 6 months of posts and

predicts transitions in the subsequent 12 months. Number of train

and test set examples were 352 and 88, respectively.

Model Accuracy F1 Score

Doc2Vec 0.693 0.682
LIWC 0.659 0.659
Doc2Vec + drugs + keywords 0.716 0.725
LIWC + drugs + keywords 0.739 0.736
Doc2Vec + LIWC + drugs 0.750 0.750

+ keywords

Performance of the survival model was evaluated using Concor-
dance Index (C-Index), a standard metric often employed in survival
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by inspection was further supported by post-level analyses show-
ing a co-occurrence of frequent mentions of LSD and Ecstasy and
frequent use of words such as łmusic,ž łrave, ž and łparty.ž Paul
and Dredze found similar results in their use of topic modeling
to understand various factors, including the cultural factors, as-
sociated with certain drug use. For example, the łculture" words
associated with Ecstasy include [łmusic", łpeople", łgreat", łrave"],
while the łculture" words associated with opioids include [łlife",
łyears", łmoney", łtime", łshit"] [17].

Our survival model suggests that certain drug utterances were
highly explanatory in influencing the probability of substance abuse
ś for instance, a user with higher Heroin mentions (as a percentage
of total drug mentions) is associated with a higher probability
of substance abuse, while higher LSD and Ecstasy mentions are
associated with lower probabilities. This particular example directly
conflicts with the current national drug classifications outlined by
the DEA, who classifies drugs into five łschedulesž based on their
dependence potential as well as the level of accepted medical use.
As it currently stands, drugs including Heroin, LSD, marijuana, and
Ecstasy are classified as Schedule I, while most other opioids along
with cocaine are classified as Schedule II. Our models, however,
suggest that the drugs of choice for individuals who are likely
to transition are often not the drugs labeled as Schedule I, with
the exception of Heroin. Table 5 outlines the average łsurvival"
probabilities associatedwith drugs common among our users. In our
model, users whose drugs of choice are Ecstasy, LSD, and marijuana
have a higher predicted survival rate which may suggest that these
drugs could be better classified as Schedule II or lower. Similarly,
their lower associated survival probabilities may be justification for
a higher classification for drugs like Buprenorphine, Oxycodone,
and Cocaine.

Other studies have reached similar conclusions. The United King-
dom has similar drug classifications based on addictive potential,
and places many of the Schedule I drugs as their top dangerous
drugs as well. Yet Nutt and colleagues [16] found that the UK system
of classification is somewhat arbitrary and not driven by scientific
evidence. In their work, they reclassified the drugs listed in the UK’s
guidelines using potential of harms of individual drugs, and found
that the top drugs with high potential of harm include Heroin, Co-
caine, Barbiturates, Street Methadone, and Ketamine. Their findings
also disagree with UK’s designation of LSD and Ecstasy in the top
drug classÐthis aligns with our results and further suggests the
higher potential of harm from opioids relative to these other drugs.

Similarly, Sarvet et al [24] discuss the increasing amount of
evidence in support of the therapeutic properties of medical mari-
juana. According to them, medical experts, including the American
Medical Association, have urged the DEA to reschedule marijuana
from Schedule I to Schedule II. They argue that not only would it
increase access for patients who could benefit from this form of
treatment, it would also enable further research and development
of cannabinoid-based medicine.

Limitations

In this section, we list some limitations to our work: 1) We identify
selection bias in our Redditors, as they are choosing to express their
opinions on Reddit and are likely much more open about their drug

use/recovery progress. Since this may not be indicative of all drug
users, our results may not be generalizable to the larger population;
2) We use participation in general drug forums and recovery forums
as proxies for recreational use and substance abuse, respectively.
However, since there are no rules preventing abuse-related posts
in our casual subreddits, these subreddits, though predominately
about casual drug discussion, do contain abuse-related posts; 3)
We cannot make any clinical diagnosis of drug addiction or mental
illness based solely on our analyses; 4) Although we made attempts
to include all forms of drug names in our drug counts, there may be
names that are not included, and thus we may not have captured
all types of drug utterances; 5) Our research uncovers certain post-
level characteristics that influence the likelihood of transitions into
recovery subreddits but cannot explain why Redditors make these
transitions.

Despite these limitations, our findings provide unique insight
into drug use patterns from the perspective of users and uncovered
features within one’s posts that may be predictive of future sub-
stance abuse. Our work demonstrates the utility of online forums
and social media sources in understanding human health and ac-
tivity. Finally, the computational models that we provide can be
utilized into real-life applications. For example, there can be a soft-
ware App for Redditors in which they input their posts and the App
returns the poster’s propensity for drug abuse. Also, this App can
be used as a predictive device to help counselors and psychologists
in advising their patients.

9 FUTURE WORK

Further research in this area could focus more on the temporal as-
pect of a user’s post sequence. Similar to the work done by Maclean
et al. [14], which used a Conditional Random Field (CRF) to model
phases of addiction, one could construct a sequence model using
our subreddits to track users’ phases of łpre-addiction" to further
analyze transitions into addiction and uncover more contextual
factors that influence such transitions. We hope to explore such
analysis in the future.

10 CONCLUSION

In this paper, we propose methodologies for investigating transition
into drug addiction by mining voluntarily generated introspective
text in Reddit forums. Out study shows that a user’s transition into
drug addiction can be predicted by the keywords and linguistic
features of his post, and also the name of drugs that are most
frequent in his posts. Our proposed prediction models not only
provides a classification, but also provide a probability value over
time indicating a propensity of a user to become a drug addiction
victim.
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